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During the period of reaction which followed the assas-
sination of Alexander II, the oMicliina continued to be the
pet of the Minister of the Interior, but the civil rights of the
peasants were considerably curtailed. The revolution found
the peasants in a very lamentable state. The collective
form of land ownership was still prevalent among them,
and the burden of legal disabilities weighed down upon
them heavily. Legally the peasant was not of age, so to
speak. While no longer the landowner's serf, he was still
the serf of the rural administration, and above all of the
rural chief of police.
When I became Minister of Finances my acquaintance
with the peasant problem was very superficial. For a time
I was inclined to accept the Slavophils' view of the obsh-
china, for the teachings of those great idealists have always
swayed my heart. Contact with reality and the influence
of ex-Minister of Finances Bunge, who was a resolute enemy
of the obshchina, increased my interest in the peasant prob-
lem and gave a different direction to my views on the sub-
ject. Before long, I perceived that the mediaeval obshcJnna
was a serious hindrance to the economic development of the
country. In order to raise the productivity of peasant
labour it was necessary, I found, besides removing the legal
disabilities of the peasant class, to make the product of
labour the full and assured property of the toiler and his
heirs. No efficiency or initiative can be developed as long
as the peasant knows that the land he tills may be given
away to another member of the commune; that the fruit
of his labour will be divided not on the basis of common
law, but in conformity with custom, which is often the syn-
onym of arbitrary disposal; that he is responsible for the
taxes unpaid by his neighbours, and, finally, that he is at the
mercy of the rural chief of police*
The improvement of the legal and economic status of the
peasant was one of my main preoccupations since the very